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Increase confidence and consistency 
in your compliance work, whether 
in house or outsourced, by using 
the industry gold standard for risk 
minimisation - Smart Workpapers.

“To improve efficiencies, we aim to use best of breed products 
and standardise our processes wherever possible, Smart 
Workpapers tick both boxes. Since upgrading to Smart Suite, 
our training and review times are down and the risk of errors is 
reduced.”

Robin Allardice - Director, Bentleys Tasmania
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Benchmark Data
Key statistics
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Revenue

Productivity

Team profile

Expenses

• Revenue per partner - $1,072,065
• Revenue per chargeable - $207,967
• Revenue per FTE - $167,840

• Productivity - Chargeable excluding Partners - 73.6%
• Productivity - All FTE - 53.7%
• Productivity - Partners - 46.9%

• Leverage -  5.2 staff per partner 
• Staff Ratio -  4.0 chargeable to non-chargeable
• Avg Staff Salary - $77,893

• Operating Expenses - $1,680,865
• Salaries - 37.7%
• Rent - 5.6%

Profitability

Cashflow

Service profile

Client profile

• Net Profit (BPS) - $885,015
• Per Partner (BPS) - $384,462
• Per FTE - $61,543

• WIP - 25 days
• Debtors - 50 days
• Lockup Days - 76 days

• Compliance (Tax & Accounting) - 58.3%
• Other Business Advisory services - 13.4%
• SMSF - 9.6%

• Clients per partner - 245
• Average Client Group fee - $4,200
• New Client Revenue - $100,000



Good Bad Ugly in 2001 at $379k 
before partner salaries.  Partner 
return on effort experienced a 
large increase to $205 per hour 
worked which is up 8.5% on the 
previous year.  (Partner return 
on effort is the profit generated 
per hour worked by partners)

A previous Good Bad Ugly 
Insight Poll revealed one-third 
of respondent’s cash flow had 
increased due to COVID-19 
(based on the timing of the poll).  
Another third identified cash 
flow had decreased primarily 
due to not invoicing time spent 
to clients or a reluctance for 
clients to pay. Lockup days 
proved consistent with previous 
years remaining stable at 76 
days.

For many practices, COVID-19 
brought forward technology 
purchases to enable team 
members to continue to work 
remotely.  According to a Good 
Bad Ugly poll, the 2021 financial 
year will be a positive one with 
practices projecting a 5% 
revenue increase with the key 
being to improve the use of 
existing technology systems.

Smart staff – productivity and 
efficiency in remote working?

A key trend in benchmarking 
the accounting profession is 
the fact that leverage correlates 
to profitability.  The higher the 
leverage (increase in number 
of staff per partner), the higher 
the revenue and therefore 
higher profitability.  (See the 
comparison of firms by leverage 
report in the appendix)

The goal of technology is 
to increase efficiency and 
productivity, thereby increasing 
capacity for team members.  

Key Findings

Submissions for this year’s 
Good Bad Ugly were down on 
previous years and two common 
reasons given were time to 
complete the survey and just 
what a different year 2020 had 
been, especially the last quarter.  
Despite this, the findings of 
the 2020 Good Bad Ugly show 
minimal effect on both revenue 
and profitability.

Profit per partner is at record 
highs since the inception of the 

What impact did COVID-19 
have on the profession?

What impact did one quarter of 
COVID-19 and lockdown have 
on the Australian profession?  
Our Business Fitness client 
managers suggest, after 
speaking with many partners, 
that a majority were working 
longer hours and in a numerous 
cases were unsure whether 
these hours would be 
recoverable.
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Achieving ROI on technology 
expense while automating 
compliance?

Technology expenses are also 
a highly requested benchmark 
figure. There is a definite 
trend (albeit slow) away from 
purchasing IT software, licences 
and support to the more 
modern online subscription 
model.

When combining these two, it 
reveals practices are spending 
on average $0.05 on technology 
to produce every dollar of 
revenue.  This has increased by 
$0.01 over the past five years. In 
2016, for every dollar of revenue 
generated, 4 cents was spent on 
technology.

The future is definitely in 
increased automation of routine 
tasks within compliance, but 
what does that mean?  The 
increase of ‘software workers’ 
to perform the routine tasks 
currently performed by your 
existing team? Will this see an 
increase in technology spend 
and a reduction in staff salaries?

As mentioned, one of the key 
correlations to profit in an 
accounting practice is staff 
leverage, will we see a shift 
towards technology leverage?  
Compliance is certainly not 
dead comprising still 58% 
or total revenue.  The Good 
Bad Ugly Technology Insight 
report shows the trend to 
cloud or online systems for 
practices.  The next wave is 
machine learning and artificial 
intelligence along with data 
analytics, which will have a larger 
impact.  But as previous Good 
Bad Ugly reports have found, 
it is not the innovators or early 

adopters who profit but the 
early and late majority who are 
more profitable.

Managing client relationships 
in a changing world

For a second year, the average 
client fee has increased after 
five previous years of decline.  
The average client fee grew 

Increased capacity comes from 
doing more work in less time, 
which means if we don’t then 
increase client numbers or 
provide additional services to 
existing clients, productivity 
will decrease.  (Productivity as 
a measure of hours charged to 
work in progress compared to 
available hours).  

So how did practices perform 
in a difficult year with regards 
to efficiency and productivity?  
Well, productivity is certainly 
the highest it has been in the 
last 5 years of the Good Bad 
Ugly survey with revenue per 
FTE also increasing marginally. 
As stated numerous times in 
the Good Bad Ugly reports, 
productivity as measured by 
the number of hours charged 
compared with the number 
of available hours shows no 
relation to revenue earned. 
(A majority of practices look 
at the previous year’s invoice 
and increase it by a certain 
percentage)

Could many practices be 
carrying too much capacity 
(over staffed) and therefore 
have inflated salary costs 
for the amount of revenue 
generated?  The median salaries 
for a chargeable staff member 
were $80k with non-chargeable 
staff member being $68k.  
Interestingly, high performing 
practices attract and reward 
quality staff by paying salaries 
at an increase of 5% and 9% 
respectively.
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compliances services.

Client churn does not seem 
to be a major challenge within 
the profession with practices 
reporting less than 2% in lost 
client revenue over the past 
12 months. (Client attrition 
also does not rank in the top 
10 challenges in our annual 
survey)  In regards to new client 
revenue, a decade long trend 
of just 1% of revenue spent on 
marketing activities continued.  
By spending just 1% on 
marketing, firms are generating 
4% in new client revenue, more 
than double the rate of revenue 
churn.

In a recent 2021 Good Bad Ugly 
outlook poll, practices identified 
getting new clients as their #5 
challenge with managing client 
relationships further down the 
list at #10.  Fee resistance and 
cash flow were identified as 
key challenges for 2021. The 
survey reveals that practices 
may not be able to continue with 
the increase in average client 
fee in 2021 and if so, collecting 
could also be difficult.  Will you 
be changing your process and 
collecting a portion of your fee 
upfront?

Limited change to client 
services

Compliance is certainly not 
dead, in an increasing total 
revenue pool the trend is 
showing small reductions in 
compliance and SMSF services. 
Tax and compliance services 
now comprise 58.3% of revenue 
compared to 60.9% five years 
ago.  

This has been offset with a 
small rise to Business Advisory 

services, which now makes 
up 13.4% of revenue. Our 
extensive data shows that 
‘special project’ work seems 
to dry up in years where the 
economy is struggling. This 
included during the GFC where 
advisory services revenue 
dropped to 6.9%.

The services provided are 
also heavily dependent on 
the size and location of those 
participating firms.

In relation to lodged returns, on 
average 1,075 individual, 241 
company and 271 trust returns 
were lodged per firm. This has 
not changed from the prior 
year but is 30% down on high 
performing practices.

Insights from high performing 
practices

High performing partners are 
achieving $1.6m in revenue with 
7 staff per partner.  56% of fees 
are through compliance services 
with the average client fee being 
$8,020.  

Expenses comprise of 59.6% 
of revenue, giving partners 
$427,583 profit after a notional 
$200,000 salary.

As previously stated in earlier 
publications of the Good Bad 
Ugly report, the most frequent 
question asked of our Good Bad 
Ugly team is, “what do profitable 
firms do differently”?  

Simply, profitable firms 
review and adapt systems 
(including team training and 
client selection) to ensure 
that, compared to others, 
they actually do more of what 
everyone knows they should.

almost 5% to $4,200 per client 
group.  Has COVID-19 provided 
an opportunity to increase 
advisory services and additional 
revenue in future years?  How 
can you use COVID-19 as an 
opportunity to work differently 
with your clients?  The top 
performing firms have an 
average client fee in excess of 
$6,600 with 55% comprised of 
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While 2020 has certainly thrown 
us a bit of a curveball, now that 
Spring has sprung it’s a matter 
of weeks until you get a well-
deserved break (hopefully!). 
However, just because the end 
of the year is in sight, doesn’t 
mean you should take your 
foot off the peddle; in fact, the 
lead up to Christmas closure is 
often a great time to prioritise 
projects and allocate resources 
to getting your team set up for 
success in the new year.
With working from home (WFH) 
here to stay in some form for 
many accounting businesses 
across the country, automating 
one or some of your key 
business processes could be a 
great project to round out the 
year with.

Process automation can assist 
you with:

• standardising the way your 
team works to help them 
be more efficient and/or 
improve client experience,

• systemising business 
processes to help future 
proof your knowledge 
capital, and

• streamlining entire 
processes to create capacity 
for those involved to direct 
to more meaningful work.

What project will you pick? To 
help you decide where to direct 
your focus, here are four key 
business processes that you can 
and should be automating.

Document Management & 
Distribution

If there is one thing that 
Covid-19 has taught us, it’s that 
we need to be able to access 
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Standardised, 
systemised, 
streamlined: key 
business processes 
you can and should 
be automating and 
digitising



manner. That’s why using pre-
built and templated workpapers 
can be a great solution for 
firms looking to reduce the 
administrative burden of 
maintaining and updating rafts 
of documents.

Solutions like Smart Workpapers 
are updated by qualified CAs 
and CPAs as soon as legislative 
changes happen and can 
be combined with your own 
templates to improve accuracy 
and consistency across your 
data. Implementing templated 
workpapers can give you a great 
bang for your buck in terms of 
cost/benefit, making it a great 
option for those looking for a 
quick win for Christmas.

Document Collation

It’s estimated that 
approximately 25% of a firm’s 
administration time is spent 
collating documents packs for 
their clients. For some that 
means printing and sorting 
manually, others it’s using a PDF 
editor to merge documents 
and order manually on the 
computer screen. FuseDocs 
automates the collation 
process by retrieving the 
documents required for the 
client document pack from your 
document management system 
(E.G. HowNow), converting 
them to PDFs, branding the 
pack with cover pages, page 
numbers, headers and footers 
automatically, providing you 
with a ready to go document 
package in a matter of minutes. 
It even offers the ability to 
extract a separate signing pack 
to make it even easier for your 
clients.

Tax office correspondence 
processing

Do you know how long your 
team spend checking and 
managing ATO documents such 
as Notices of Assessment or 
Statements of Account? While 
it’s a clunky, cumbersome, 
and repetitive process prone 
to data entry errors, it’s a task 
that must be done. Thankfully, 
solutions like ATOmate or ATO 
SmartDocs streamline the 
process and free your team from 
the administrative burden of 
managing ATO documentation. 
Much like our own solutions, 
these programs leverage 
integrations with your existing 
data and utilise robotic process 
automation to the process, 
check, and distribute your 
ATO documentation to clients 
quickly and easily.

We’re fans of automating the 
admin and know how important 
it is that your team spend their 
time on value-adding tasks, 
which is why HowNow includes 
comprehensive integrations 
with FuseDocs, ATOmate, and 
ATO SmartDocs.

These are just several key 
business processes that can be 
easily standardised, systemised, 
and streamlined by leveraging 
automation technology. Once 
you’ve picked your project, this 
post outlines the key steps you 
should take to ensure what you 
want to get done, actually does.

* Business Fitness blog article - 
September 2020

the documents on which our 
businesses are based quickly 
and easily, from any location. 
When implemented correctly, 
and regularly reviewed by an 
internal process champion, a 
robust and well-maintained 
document management 
platform can have big benefits 
for your business including 
increased communication & 
collaboration, streamlining 
secure document distribution 
and approval a breeze, enabling 
enhanced automation of 
existing business workflows, 
and increased productivity. 
There are a host of solutions 
on the market to choose from 
(our own included!) but the key 
is to ensure the solution is fast/
responsive, intuitive & easy 
to use, integrates with your 
existing practice management 
solution (HowNow integrates 
with Xero, MYOB, Reckon APS, 
Sage and others; along with 
a range of complementary 
third-party applications), and 
has comprehensive security 
capabilities as standard. 
Implementing a new document 
management system can seem 
daunting, but it doesn’t need 
to be, chat to our team to talk 
about our comprehensive 
implementation program.

Knowledge Management

Can you say with complete 
confidence that your technical 
workpapers are up to date and 
reflect the latest legislative 
changes? With new legislative 
changes coming through thick 
and fast, it can be difficult to 
stay on top of everything – let 
alone ensuring your internal 
systems and documents are 
correct and updated in a timely 
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Smart solutions helping you 
succeed in your business

Get a free demo
1300 333 424  |  www.businessfitness.com.au

Document Management   |   Workpapers

Templates   |   Reporting   |   Benchmarking
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